CHAPTER   I

YEARS   OF   PREPARATION

I OFTEN wonder why so many people desire to enter public
life. In many ways it is a mug's game. The rewards are few and
the disappointments many. The electors are notoriously fickle.
During recent years I had to do with the placing of men and
women as Parliamentary candidates. The motives that inspired
them, of course, are mixed but generally honourable. Their
qualifications, however, for public life vary enormously. When men
or women decide to enter a trade or profession they have generally
prepared for it and have some particular aptitude. But that is
considered quite unnecessary when anyone contemplates entering
the political field.

Political associations are often equally casual in selecting a
candidate for Parliamentary honours and the electors are even less
particular as to whom they vote for. Sometimes, I fear, they think
anyone will do, provided he has the right political label.

But whatever faults I have, and I am conscious of having many,
I can claim from my earliest days I did prepare myself for the
Parliamentary game. I have a vivid recollection as a small child
lying on the floor and reading The Times and even the Debates
which were then reported in full. I sound an appalling prig, but
I must have got something out of that far from childish occupation.
Perhaps I was fortunate in my schooling. After various vicissi-
tudes I went to a preparatory school in Notting Hill Gate, The
building has long since been converted into a block of flats. It was
a private venture school kept by a Scotsman, James Hardie, whose
son, Martin, was a contemporary of mine and a personal friend,
Martin Hardie was to become keeper of the prints at the South
Kensington Museum and to win considerable distinction as a water-
colour painter. But it was a young assistant master, John
Henderson, that exercised most influence on me. He was both an
historian and politician and started in me an intelligent interest in
history which has remained with me ever since. Many years after,
I ran across Henderson first as assistant editor of the Liberal
Publication Department and later as Secretary of the National
Liberal Club, where he was universally popular. But he was no
dry-as-dust politician. He was intensely interested in general
literature and poetry and for many years he was Secretary of the
Omar Khayyam Club, through which he had intimate personal
contacts with many writers and artists.